Rebekah Ireland 


A Level Coursework Unit Five: Child Language Acquisition

Introduction

For my A Level coursework, I have chosen to look at the field of language acquisition, focusing on a particular child’s development of spoken language. I find this topic area interesting as I have siblings who are at various stages of language development. Since I started this topic I have been interested to see how the various child language acquisition theories (such as interactionist and nativist) apply to real-life situations. 

Aim

I will use the following language framework in order to identify the ways in which my brother Stephen demonstrates the expected features of acquisition for his stage of development, looking at conversation skills, factors of child language, register, grammar, lexis, prosodic features, and child directed speech. 

Description of Data

I will be discussing a 2.28-minute transcript of a dialogue between myself (18 years old) and my brother (3.3 years old), recorded in November 2003. I will be looking specifically at the framework above. 

Data

Becky and Stephen are looking at a toy catalogue.

Key: 

B=Becky


S=Stephen

()=Timed pause, e.g. (2) is a 2 second pause

(.) Micro pause

// Overlap

= Latch on

[laughs] paralinguistic feature

S:[pointing at toy in catalogue] If yer go there ‘n there, yer knock //

B:                                                                                          //Come an’(.) come an’ read it on my bed (.) come an’ read it on my bed there

S: Ok/i/ (1) Y’kn                             ow what I wanna geh (.) I wanna geh’ tha’

B: What is it

S: Yer go there ‘n there(.)yer knock ‘is ‘ead off

B: (Laughs in disbelief) Wha-at

S:Yer ge’ (1)if yer go there ‘n there you knock ‘is ‘ead off

B: You knock his head off

S: Yeah

B: Why

S: B-cos ‘ee =

B:               = That looks like a rollercoaster t’me

S: [Exhales heavily]

B: What is it

S: Em (1) I just doan no

B: [Laughs] Aww.(1) [Calls out of the door] Luke(.) No don’t run off

S: I jus (1) that ‘lacks thing(.) Thas’ jus’ like a rollercoater and thas’ tranicks

B: It’s a wha’

S: Thas a rollercoater and that a lacktronics

B: A what (1) A lackstranics (1) Blockstronics

S: Yeah

B: Oh (2) What’s yer favourite

S: Hm (1)er(.) tha’ that and er er//

B:                                           // Stephen(.) I am very hungry

S: Err

B:I must(2) eat your arm

S: Am Am(.) Aaaghh [Giggles]

B: [Laughs] I must eat you(.) I’m so hungry(Falsetto pitch)

S: [Screams] [Giggles] I’m not dinner//

B:                                                 //Yes you are//

S:                                                                      //I’m Steve

B: [Laughs] Aww(.) I love you(.) Give me a kiss (1) Mwah (.) Ew yer snotty

Analysis of Data

Register 

Stephen’s utterances are affected strongly by the context and situation in which this conversation takes place. For example, as this conversation is between a brother and sister, with no other people present, it is informal and intimate. The speakers are relaxed and friendly towards one another. As Stephen is being recorded for speech analysis, it is important that he is comfortable, otherwise his speech could be unnatural or he might not speak.  Interesting, when I attempted to record some data earlier, he would not speak because the setting was more formal; the tape-recorder was on a table, the setting was in a different house with a less familiar family member present. When I changed the setting to my bedroom, he was much more calm, spoke confidently, and even enjoyed himself. Evidence of a friendly register are found in utterances such as; “..Okee (1) Y’know what I wanna geh (.) I wanna geh’ tha’. Here we can see that Stephen is confident and mature in the way that he is willing to talk without being prompted, and is happy to share his thoughts with Becky. After he replies “Okee” to Becky’s command, he then initiates the next line of conversation, telling Becky which toy he would like from the catalogue,“Y’know what I wanna geh..”  

Child Directed Speech

In this section I will be looking at the ways in which the child (Stephen) and the adult (Becky) interact; if typical features of child-directed speech are present; why they are used and what effect they have. I will also be looking for evidence of interactionist approaches, such as reinforcement by the adult, repetition and turn taking. 

In the opening part of the dialogue, Stephen is speaking to himself and pointing to the catalogue. Dialectical features are common in this conversation, as it revolves around an object; the toy catalogue.  Becky interrupts Stephen’s monologue (Lines 2-3) and instructs him to read the magazine on the bed, directly inviting him to participate. “Come an’(.) come an’ read it on my bed (.) come an’ read it on my bed there.” 

Through the use of repeated sentence frames, she ensures that Stephen has heard and understood, and this repetition encourages him to respond, and holds his attention.“Okee (1) Y’know what I wanna geh (.) I wanna geh’ tha’.”

Becky’s initiation of conversation and Stephen’s response is an adjacency pair. 

Becky asks Stephen lots of questions throughout the dialogue in order to keep his attention; to direct the conversation and to encourage him to interact and take turns, thus teaching him the rules of conversation. For example, Becky says ‘What is it?’ when Stephen is looking at the toy catalogue. She is encouraging him to expand on his utterances. 

Stephen’s phrases are also repeated in order for him to explain what he is talking about (Lines 9-11). In this instance, although she repeats his statement as a question: “You knock his head off?”, he does not elaborate until she uses the interrogative ‘Why?’. His uncertainty and faltering in the next line, when he says “Because he..” gives Becky an excuse to reinstate the theme of conversation, so it runs smoothly, and to persuade him to continue, but in a different way. She points to what she wants to know in her questions. This leads and directs the conversation.

Due to a child’s muffled pronunciation, she gives more prompts when she does not understand the word ‘Blockstronics’. Stephen’s pronunciation is obviously different, but she persists, providing alternative pronunciations and attempting to correct and modify his speech, until she reads the magazine and sees that it is a brand name. Here, Stephen is denying the way Becky has mimicked his pronunciation of ‘Blockstronics’ (‘lackstranics’), and not answered ‘Yeah’ until she read the correct version to him. This is a common feature amongst children of Stephen’s age (3 years). INSERT EXTRACT FROM THORNE BOOK AGE 2-3 SECTION.  As children do not seem to hear their own mispronunciations, they do not recognise the mispronounced word the adult tries to change. Interestingly, the use of the brand name throws Becky, because in theory, children mainly refer to concrete nouns, such as ‘doll’, ‘bricks’, ‘car’. 

Becky realises she may have got all the information she can out of Stephen, so to catch his attention again, she plays a game with him (Lines 25-33). Stephen’s interest in this, rather than the toy magazine, is shown to be greater by the frequency of his laughter, and his indignant reply to Becky (even though this time she has not prompted him, e.g. ‘Are you dinner?’); “I’m not dinner, I’m Steve!”  He understands the reason why Becky was tickling him and pretending to eat him. Although she doesn’t say, “I’m going to pretend to eat you”, he guesses from her declaration of “I’m hungry” that this is what she inferred. This is a pragmatic feature. 

Phonological aspects of child-directed speech are present. Becky speaks in a high pitch to Stephen, and uses derivatives of words, such as the pronoun ‘you’ is changed to ‘yer’. She also makes her voice more appealing to Stephen when she tickles him, using a falsetto voice.

Grammar

Telegraphic talk has largely been replaced with more sophisticated sentence structures. For example, Stephen says, “I’m not dinner! I’m Steve!” (Lines 30 and 32) instead of “I not dinner! I Steve.” Here, more complex sentence structures have been learnt; Stephen knows that I’m is a contraction of ‘I am’. His language is becoming more fluent. Other examples of developed grammatical constructions include “That’s” (pronounced ‘thas’ in Line 18). Negatives are used in a more sophisticated way, with ‘not’ placed before the noun ‘dinner’. 

Stephen also acknowledges personal pronouns; instead of saying, for example, “If Becky goes there ‘n there…” He uses the second person pronoun “you.” (Line 1), and he can easily say and recognise what the personal pronoun is referring to. When Becky asks, “What’s yer favourite?” (Line 23), Stephen knows that she means him. 

Prosodic Features

Stephen is confident with the sort of intonation required for different sentence types; especially when replying to Becky’s questions, using a rising-falling tone. E.g. “Yer go there n there, yer knock ‘is ‘ead off!” This sentence is full of different intonations, and Stephen raises his pitch at the end of the sentence, exclaiming the answer. He understands that he has been asked a question and so adjusts his intonation accordingly. Key words are also stressed, e.g. “I wanna geh’ that.” To make his meaning more obvious, Stephen pauses when it is appropriate, e.g. “Okee (1) Yer know what I wanna geh (.) I wanna geh’ that.”  He understands that pauses mark the end of grammatically correct utterances, and does not use pauses randomly, like the disjointed rhythms of telegraphic speech.

Stephen uses pitch, pace, rhythm and stress in more sophisticated ways to enhance the meanings of his utterances. 

Phonologically, he has also adopted a regional accent, shown through his ellipsis of the first letter ‘h’ from ‘head’: “…knock ‘is ‘ead off.”  Stephen also shows knowledge of the wider world and acknowledges role-play by adopting a different accent and tone of voice from his own; a gruff voice when he jokingly replies, “I’m not dinner! I’m Steve!”  

Conversation Skills
Stephen has become more fluent when it comes to turn taking; instead of interjecting speech whenever he wants to, he waits until Becky has finished and then replies to her. Infact, Becky interrupts Stephen, but only to encourage him and keep the conversation going.  An adjacency pair structure is present through the dialogue, with Becky asking Stephen questions and then replying to his answer. E.g. “B: What is it? S: Em, I just don’t know  B: [Laughs] Aww.”  Here, when Stephen decides he does not know the answer to her question he seems disappointed saying “I just don’t know”,  using the auxiliary verb ‘just’ to emphasise his disappointment in not knowing the answer. Becky realises this, and to make him feel better, sympathises with him saying “Aww.”  This is an example of the interactional feature, reinforcement, where Becky encourages him although he feels he has failed. She is trying to ensure that he sees his utterances as important, giving him attention as a reward when he speaks. 

There is evidence of non-fluency features, such as “…Yer ge(1) if yer go there ‘n there yer knock ‘is ‘ead off!” Here Stephen has started to speak and realised that the words he has chosen do not best reflect what he wants to say. He includes the word “If” before hand (which many people use when they want to explain a hypothetical situation); therefore giving Becky a signal that this is how the toy works. Here he is also repairing simple breakdowns of his speech. 

Stephen’s topic management is good; he sticks to the topic of the catalogue and toys, stating what he likes, how a particular toy works and answers Becky’s questions about the toys (B:= That looks like a rollercoaster t’me

S: [Exhales heavily] B: What is it? S: Em (1) I just doan no.” ). Becky gives Stephen clues about the answer she wants when she asks him questions about the toys, but he does not seem to pick up on them. B:= That looks like a rollercoaster t’me S: [Exhales heavily] B: What is it? S: Em (1) I just doan no.”

Becky asks Stephen lots of questions, e.g. “What is it? What’s your favourite? Why?” although Stephen does not ask Becky any questions about the content of the catalogue. This seems odd for a child of Stephen’s age to not ask any questions, though it may reflect his confidence in the conversation. As Stephen inititally had the catalogue, and Becky asked him to look at it with her, he could see himself as the educator in the conversation, seen by his explanations of “..S:[pointing at toy in catalogue] If yer go there ‘n there, yer knock // B: //Come an’(.) come an’ read it on my bed (.) come an’ read it on my bed there.”  Here, Stephen has got Becky’s interest by explaining in his mind, how a particular toy in the catalogue works.   The purpose of the conversation is interactive; Becky wants to get as much information out of Stephen as possible and interacts with him using interrogatives and imperatives to ensure smooth flow of conversation. 

Stephen appreciates the implied rules of conversation through turn taking and adjacency pair structures. 

Lexis

At the age of 2-3, children’s speech is marked by telegraphic talk. Characteristics of telegraphic talk are that only the most important lexical words are used to express ideas, and grammatical function words like prepositions, determiners, auxiliary verbs and inflections are often omitted. 

However, Stephen’s utterances are fluent and confident, and include adverbials (e.g. ‘just’) and inflections ( e.g. lacktronics). 

